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Introduction  
 
According to Asia University student registration records, 1-3 deaf students have been 
admitted to the university each year dating back to the 1990s.  The deaf students are 
expected to complete all of the regular course work for their major, including all 
English language courses.  As a result, several teachers from the Center for English 
Language Education (CELE) at Asia University encounter deaf students in their 
English language classrooms each year.  For many teachers, this is their first time to 
teach a deaf student and often their first time to interact with a deaf person.  Without 
previous experience teaching deaf students and little background knowledge of deaf 
culture or sign language this can be a daunting task for the teacher.  The first question 
being, with no training or experience, how will you possibly communicate with, let 
alone teach English to a deaf Japanese student?  Fortunately, in the 2006 CELE 
Journal, CELE instructor David Jeffrey wrote an excellent description of his 
experience working with three deaf students in his Freshman English course entitled 
“The Rewarding Challenges of Teaching Hearing-Impaired Students.”  His account 
includes basic information about the deaf community and makes useful 
recommendations about how to effectively communicate and teach English to deaf 
students. His article is an essential read and a great starting point for any English 
teacher working with Japanese deaf students.  
 
The purpose of this article is to expand Jeffrey’s introduction to teaching deaf 
students at Asia University by adding a description of the lives of two deaf Asia 
University second-year students. As an American English teacher working with the 
deaf students at Asia University for the past three years, I have slowly learned 
techniques to improve the quality of my lessons but I have always felt a lack of 
knowledge about the life and school experiences my deaf students are bringing to the 
classroom.  I wanted to know how they were communicating and learning outside of 
my university classroom and the kinds of experiences they had as children in the 
Japanese school system.   I also wanted to hear their honest impressions of Asia 
University, and find out what we could do at the university, specifically in English 
classes, to make their overall learning experiences better. 
 
I was fortunate to have an opportunity to interview two deaf students from my current 
English class and learn more about their lives, including details about their language 
learning, family life, experiences in school and their preferences for learning in the 
university English classroom. By adding this information to Jeffery’s introduction to 
teaching deaf students, my intent is to broaden and deepen teacher understanding of 
Japanese deaf students and the deaf community.  Having access to the communicative 
and cultural backgrounds of these students and knowing more about the deaf 
community in Japan will allow teachers to make more informed choices about the 
best ways to teach English and communicate with the deaf students of Asia 
University.  
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Student Interviews 
 
Normally, when an English teacher is not familiar with Japanese Sign Language 
(JSL), American Sign Language (ASL), or written Japanese, written English becomes 
the de facto language of communication in the classroom. Written English usually 
works well for basic, everyday communication with a deaf Japanese university 
student. But, depending on the individual student’s English level, questions that 
require a higher level of written English like the ones asked for in interviews, often 
end in a breakdown of communication. For my purposes, simply using a written 
English questionnaire would have proven too difficult for the two students to 
complete in English and would not have provided the detailed responses I was hoping 
to receive. Instead, I was able to interview my students by using a sign language 
interpreter.  With the help of a sign language interpreter, I had the advantage of 
personally interacting with the students, seeing their facial expressions and reactions 
to questions, asking for clarification and follow-up questions during the interview. 
 
Fortunately, Karen Regn, a CELE teacher who is an experienced ASL interpreter, 
interprets for the same two deaf students during my Sophomore English class and 
who has knowledge of both JSL and Japanese language was able to interpret for this 
interview. Her ability to straddle languages to find the clearest meaning was vital to 
the interview. 
 
Both students volunteered to be interviewed for this project and specifically asked for 
the questions in both English and Japanese prior to the interview so that they could 
write notes and prepare for the interview in advance.  The students were given the 
questions in both languages one week before the interview.  They were told that the 
information they provided would be used in an article to help other teachers better 
understand the lives of deaf Japanese students.  Both students were enthusiastic and 
spent more than two hours responding to the questions during the interview.   
 
Student Background 
 
Nakano Haruka and Kida Midori , the two interviewees, are 19 year-old second year 
students attending Asia University . They are both International Relations majors and 
attended the Asia University America Program (AUAP) study abroad program at 
Western Washington University for one semester as first-year students. In the USA 
they studied ASL and English and were provided ASL interpreters or professional 
note takers for all of their classes. Both were born with serious hearing impairments.  
With hearing aids both say they can detect loud noises like sirens and clapping but 
neither can hear spoken language well enough to understand a conversation.  They 
grew up in the Tokyo suburbs with hearing parents and were mainstreamed into 
conventional Japanese schools.  Neither attended a deaf school for their education.  
Currently, they are enrolled in my Sophomore English content-based International 
Relations course.  During class, I teach International Relations topics using English as 
the means of delivery.   I deliver all lectures by using PowerPoint as a visual aid and 
Karen Regn voluntarily comes to my class and interprets using ASL for most classes. 
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Language and Communication 
 
A common misconception among hearing people is that sign language is universal 
and can be understood among signers from other countries. In fact sign language from 
country to country differs as much, if not more than spoken languages between 
countries. As a point of clarification before beginning this discussion on language, 
Japanese Sign Language and American Sign Language are two distinctly different 
languages with different signs that cannot be mutually understood. Just as a person 
speaking Japanese to an English speaker cannot be understood, likewise JSL and ASL 
cannot be mutually understood.  Similarly, written and spoken Japanese is a 
completely distinct language from JSL.  
 
We began our interview by discussing the languages they know and the way that they 
use language to communicate. Both students indicated that their life, school and 
language experiences growing up as a deaf person in Japan are fairly typical.   They 
said that among their deaf friends their experiences were all fairly similar and most 
attended conventional schools.  Because Haruka and Midori were mainstreamed in 
hearing schools, their primary language is Japanese and they did not learn to sign in 
JSL until their teens. It is important to note that when lip reading English, both 
students indicate that they can understand only a very low percentage of what is being 
said (10-20% with friends) and that during class they understand almost nothing from 
lip reading.   
 
What do you consider your 1st language?   
Both:  Japanese. 
 
How many languages do you know? 
Both: Japanese, JSL, ASL at an intermediate level, English at a beginner’s level. 
 
So you can use four different languages? 
Both: Yes, but not all of them fluently. 
 
When you lip read in Japanese, about what percent do you understand? 
Haruka:  About 50% of a conversation. Midori:  About 60% of a conversation. 
 
Can you lip read in English? 
Both:  Yes, but not well, with friends we understand about 10-20%, but in class about 
5-6% depending on the teacher.  
 
So when I speak English in class, you are not able to understand what I am saying by 
lip reading? 
Both:  That’s right, it’s difficult to read your lips in class especially because the 
topics are difficult.  You are not using conversation English. 
 
How do you communicate with your parents at home?  
Haruka: We used to have a whiteboard at home so I would just write messages on the 
board with my family, but recently we lost the whiteboard.   With my sisters, we use a 
cell phone to type messages and just show the screens to each other.  We also use 
body language, lip reading and some sign language. 
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Midori:   Mostly I lip read and my mother is learning JSL now.   
 
When did you start to learn Japanese Sign Language (JSL)? 
Haruka:  When I was about 15, I learned it from my ex-boyfriend.  
Midori:   About the same, at about 15 years old from other deaf friends at a deaf club.  
 
So you didn’t learn JSL in school? 
Both:  No we learned through our deaf friends 
 
When did you learn English and American Sign Language (ASL)?   
Both:  We started learning English in junior high school when we were about 13 
years old.  We started learning a little ASL from Karen (Karen Regn, their Freshman 
English teacher) at Asia University before going to AUAP and then learned more 
while attending AUAP.   
 
Haruka:  I didn’t like English at first because I couldn’t understand anything but I 
started to like English in high school.  My friend was good at English and she helped 
me and I began to understand English better especially when we could do lessons on 
the computer.   
 
Schooling: Elementary-High School 
 
Although deaf schools exist in Japan, since the 1970’s there has been a trend toward 
mainstreaming deaf students into conventional schools.   From the late 1960’s the 
Japanese government began taking deaf students with the most academic potential 
from deaf schools and mainstreaming them into the conventional schools.  As Karen 
Nakamura (2006) explains in her book Deaf in Japan,   
“The culling of the top layer of students from mainstreaming reinforced the 
prejudice among parents and students that schools for the deaf were 
academically weaker than regular schools, creating a self-fulfilling  prophecy. 
As weaker students stayed behind, the curriculum shifted to meet their needs” 
(p.148).   
 
Haruka and Midori have both attended conventional schools for their entire school 
lives. They both had difficulty fitting in and communicating, especially in junior high 
school but both said that if given the chance to do it again, they would not change the 
way they were educated.    Unlike in the United States, mainstreamed deaf students in 
Japan are not required to have special services or interpreters in their classroom.  Deaf 
students are left to find their own ways to learn and usually rely on the help of the 
classroom teacher and friends to note take while the teacher is speaking.   
  
 
Did you have a choice about which school you wanted to go to? 
Midori:  Yes, I chose a hearing school because I wanted to go to a hearing school 
with my friends from the neighborhood. 
Haruka: I didn’t have a choice, my mother wanted me to go to a hearing school. My 
mother had read a book about deaf schools and the book described that physical 
abuse was common at deaf schools, so my mother didn’t want me to be exposed to 
that.   
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If you had a deaf child, would you send your child to a deaf school? 
Midori:  It’s difficult to say.  I’m not sure, I think I would let my child decide. 
Haruka:  That’s a difficult question.  I think I would send my child to a deaf school. 
 
How did you communicate with classmates and teachers at school? 
Both:  In class with the teacher mainly by lip reading.  
 
How did you communicate back to your teachers?  
Both:  We didn't 
 
How did you get help with your classes in elementary through high school?  Did you 
have note-takers?  What did your teachers do for you?   
Both: We met with teachers at the beginning of the school year and requested 
teachers to write more.  We relied on good friends in school to explain things and 
take notes for us.  Teachers wrote more on the board than usual but did not use 
PowerPoint or other special programs.   
 
Midori:  My best teachers gave me extra notes and used facial expressions and 
gestures to explain things.   
 
Haruka:  From elementary school, my mom would never talk to the teacher for me,  
she always wanted me to do it by myself so that I could become more independent. So 
if I wanted to get help from the teacher,  I had to communicate with her myself.   
 
While you were growing up, did you have contact with other deaf people, friends,  a 
club, etc?   
 
Midori:  Yes, I had deaf friends growing up, I met deaf students through deaf clubs 
like “Hiyokochi” which is a deaf club for kids run by Hashimoto Ichiro a professor 
here at Asia University.   
 
Haruka:  I had deaf friends too and met friends at the Deaf Student Association. 
 
Services for the Deaf at Asia University 
 
American Universities are bound by ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) law to 
provide services for all students with disabilities. Because of ADA law, American 
universities are generally well equipped for dealing with students with disabilities 
including employees who are dedicated to making sure student needs are met. Japan 
has no such law and as a result there are no established guidelines at Japanese 
universities for how to best serve deaf students.   There is often no office or 
administrator dedicated to serving these students. According to Nakamura (2006),  
“…even if a deaf student is able to get in, Japanese schools and colleges are 
not currently required by law to provide interpreters, and the local sign 
interpreters provided free by the city government are rarely  qualified to 
interpret at the college level.” (p. 142).   
 
Both Haruka and Midori shared their frustration with the type of service provided at 
Asia University. Because there is no specific administrator taking responsibility for 
 43
the needs of deaf students, their needs are often not met, particularly when it comes to 
classroom interpreters and note takers.  However, in the past year, Asia University has 
made a concerted effort to have JSL interpreters available for all of the classes 
attended by the deaf students.  Unfortunately, the JSL interpreters currently working 
at Asia University get paid ¥1500 per 90 minute class.    At that rate, the pay is 
equivalent to that of a part-time convenience store worker.  In comparison, 
professional sign language interpreters in the United States charge between $40-$80 
per hour, depending on their skill level.  The lack of a decent wage for professional 
interpreters means there are very few high level interpreters working in Japan and not 
enough to provide interpreting services in university classrooms.   
 
Both students also rely heavily on note-takers (a fellow student in class who listens 
and writes down the main points of the lecture for the deaf students) in their regular 
Japanese classes. Besides attempting to read lips, this is often their only means of 
receiving information during class. Haruka listed the established note-taker system as 
a reason for enrolling at Asia University.  Hearing students who are interested in note 
taking during the semester are paid for their services and the deaf student can request 
a note taker for any class but the note taker is paid a very nominal fee of ¥2000 per 
semester.  For 14 classes during a semester this works out to ¥143 per class or ¥94 per 
hour- basically a volunteer position.   
 
Both Haruka and Midori were enthusiastic about a computerized note taking system 
they experienced while studying in the United States called “TypeWell.”  This system 
uses two laptop computers, one for a professional note taker trained in TypeWell 
shorthand who sits in the back of the room and types the lecture in addition to any 
discussion between the professor and students during the class.  The deaf student also 
has a laptop computer that is linked wirelessly to the note taker’s computer and 
receives the entire lecture in real time.   The deaf student’s computer screen has two 
windows, one for the notes coming in at real time and another window that the 
student can use to type any questions back to the note taker for clarifications.  This 
window also allows the deaf student to type questions for the lecturer.  When a 
question is typed for the lecturer, the note taker simply asks the question to the 
professor for that student.   This ability to interact with the class and read the 
comments of other students in class without a need for a sign language interpreter 
makes the system very convenient. In addition, all the class notes are saved into a 
digital file that can be downloaded to a USB drive, printed or sent to an email.   Both 
students felt that a system like TypeWell could be easily implemented at Asia 
University. Ideally they would like to have professional note takers in classes but they 
believe that even if students were trained to use the computer system it would be 
better than the current pen and paper style.    Despite their complaints about the 
services at Asia University, they both felt that they were learning from their classes. 
 
Why did you decide to come to Asia University? 
Haruka:  Asia University offered note-takers, they actually had a system, the IR 
department was an attraction, and it was close to home. 
 
Do you think Asia University is a good place in Tokyo for deaf students?   
Haruka:  No 
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Midori: So-so…it’s good that they accept deaf students but I feel that I can’t give my 
opinion to my professors and if we have a problem, for example, when we have an 
interpreter that we don’t like, it’s difficult to get that interpreter changed.   Also, the 
interpreters get paid only 1500 yen per 90 min. class.   So they are basically just 
volunteers- they are not professional.  They don’t know the special signs for certain 
classes so we miss out on information because the interpreters aren’t really 
professional.  Also, the note takers only get paid 2000 yen for the entire semester of 
note taking it’s basically a volunteer job. 
 
At Asia University, do you have a contact person / someone you communicate with if 
you have problems understanding classes or communicating with professors? 
Midori:  International Relations professor Kurita is an advocate for us but he is often 
busy so we don’t want to bother him. Professor Hashimoto knows JSL well and he has 
a club for young deaf students.  That is how I knew about Asia University, because I 
was in his club and visited Asia University when I was younger.  
Also in building 1 (the administration building) there are about four different staff 
members who schedule the interpreters and note takers for us.    However there is not 
one main contact person that we can go to if we are having a problem or question.   
 
Haruka:  We would like to have one person who is responsible.   
 
In your regular Japanese University classes (non-English classes), how do you 
understand lectures?   
Haruka:  Mainly notetakers, also interpreters. I would really like to have the TypeWell 
system available like they had at Western Washington University available here. 
 
Midori: Yes, it would be better to have the computer system here. 
 
Do you feel like you are learning a lot from your classes during the school day? 
Both:  Yes, a lot. 
 
Do any of your Japanese teachers change their teaching (use PowerPoint/ OHP-
overhead projector) to help you understand the lessons? 
Both: About half the professors use PowerPoint or an OHP. 
 
Do you have JSL interpreters for all of your classes?   
Haruka: We can choose our preferences for each class. In some classes I have a note 
taker only, some interpreter only and some I have both.  We make the decision as to 
what we want after the first class of the semester.  
 
In what kind of classroom environment do you learn the best? What would be your 
“dream” class? 
Haruka:  I like the note taker for lecture classes and interpreters for discussion 
classes.  But for note taking I would like to have the computer system like we had in 
the USA. That system is the best for sure. 
 
Midori: I feel the same and for our English classes I would like to have an ASL 
interpreter.   
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English Classes at Asia University 
 
Prior to the start of the school year, I was aware that both Haruka and Midori would 
be registered for my English class, so I set up a meeting between myself, Haruka, 
Midori and Karen Regn to act as an interpreter for us.  In that first meeting we talked 
about what I could do as a teacher to help them understand the English classes.  They 
requested that I use PowerPoint and asked for all of the class PowerPoint notes in 
advance.   They gave me tips about keeping my face forward so that they could 
clearly see my reactions and body movements.   They also looked forward to having 
Karen in the class to do ASL interpreting whenever she was available.   
 
The interview for this article was conducted in the beginning of the second semester 
so the students had already attended a full semester of my English course and could 
speak from experience about the class and my teaching style.  I was surprised to 
discover that they considered PowerPoint in class to be the most helpful for their 
learning, ranking it ahead of the ASL interpreting.  Their advice for English teachers 
beyond using PowerPoint was to use a class textbook whenever possible, be sure to 
have subtitles for any videos and whenever teachers give the notes from PowerPoint, 
do not print the answers to questions because it makes studying feel “pointless. “ If 
the class will include partner work, they would like the teacher to explain to the other 
students in class how to work as partners with them.  For partner work, the partner of 
the deaf student should write everything on a whiteboard or piece of paper in English 
and they will respond back in English. Students often write in Japanese during partner 
work, which does not allow the deaf student any English practice.  They both 
requested that I use the lights, clap my hands or use some other visual cue to indicate 
when an activity is over and that I write on the chalkboard more often during 
explanations. Their message to me as a teacher was to be as visual as possible with 
my instruction, including the use of an overhead projector, computer, the chalkboard 
and my body through gesturing and facial expressions.   
 
In the SE class, what things help you to understand the lesson?  PowerPoint, partner 
work, group work, ASL interpreter, getting the PowerPoint lessons before class, the 
OHP, etc.  
Both:  
1. PowerPoint 
2. ASL 
3. OHP 
4. PowerPoint Printout 
5.  We would more on the board and do more gesturing 
 
When the SE class first starts at the beginning of the semester, what do you think the 
teachers should say to the other students so that it’s easier for you to communicate 
with them?  Do I need to say anything?   
 
Midori:  Yes, please explain to the students to write on the whiteboard in English 
when we are working as partners.   
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After Karen leaves AU and there are no ASL interpreters, what do you think Asia 
University and/or the English teachers should do to help you (or future deaf students) 
learn English? 
Both:  They need to get an ASL interpreter. 
 
What is the most difficult aspect of English for you—vocabulary, grammar…etc? 
Both:  Discussion, because we learned written English and it is much different than 
spoken English. 
 
Do you feel comfortable/ok when I call on you to answer a question in class?    
Midori:  Yes. 
Haruka:  I feel shy. 
 
How do you prefer to communicate with me in class?  By writing on the whiteboard/ 
when I write short notes to you at the beginning of class?  Through Karen?   
Both:  Communicating on the whiteboard or by notes is fine. 
 
How much extra attention do you want either before or after class?  Do you feel ok 
having extra attention when I am communicating with you before class?   
Both: We don’t mind the extra attention and like to communicate before class. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Communicating directly with the deaf students themselves offers a unique 
opportunity to understand the linguistic, cultural and educational backgrounds of our 
students.   Their honest and direct answers about the educational needs of deaf 
students on the Asia University campus provides both teachers and university staff 
with clear goals for improvement. Their answers make it clear that providing 
PowerPoint and other visual aids in the classroom should be a requirement for any 
class attended by a deaf student.   The need for more professional JSL signers seems 
to be a problem throughout Japan and may not be easily remedied, but providing a 
computerized note taking system for the deaf students in all of their classes in some 
form is a possible solution for the lack of quality signers and could easily be 
implemented into classes almost immediately.  Asia University should designate one 
administrator to take responsibility for communicating with the deaf students and 
advocating for their educational benefit.  Finally, efforts that teachers themselves 
make to communicate more clearly in class and to use a more visual means of 
communication not only help deaf students, but all of the students in our classes.  As 
we strive to improve the education of deaf students on campus we also benefit the 
education of all students in our classes. Taking the time to communicate with our deaf 
students teaches us to be better communicators and ultimately better teachers.   
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